INTRODUCTION
Sugars are simple carbohydrates found naturally in fruit and milk. Although we do get some of the sugar we consume from these foods, much of our intake comes from sugars that are added to processed foods and beverages. Cane sugar, high-fructose corn syrup, agave, honey, evaporated cane juice, and other forms of sugar are added to products such as sodas, cakes, cookies, and candies. They are also added to many processed foods such as breakfast cereals, pasta sauce, yogurt, soymilk, barbeque sauce, and bottled teas. In fact, using their new online database, the Environmental Working Group has found that almost 60% of the 80,000 products evaluated contained added sugar. 1, 2 For examples of sugar content in commonly consumed foods, see Sidebar: Examples of the Amounts of Sugar Found in Processed and Restaurant Foods and Drinks.
According to the Dietary Guidelines for Americans 2010, our biggest source of sugar is sugary drinks, which supply 35.7% of our intake. 3 Almost 13% of the sugar we consume is from grainbased desserts, such as cookies, cakes, muffins, and scones ( Figure 1 ). 3 Most people have a natural propensity for sweet foods and beverages. Data from the US Department of Agriculture reveals that in 2013, Americans consumed 22.3 teaspoons of added caloric sweeteners a day. This includes sugar, high-fructose corn syrup, and other sweeteners. 4 The consumption of sugars and sugary drinks has been linked with obesity, diabetes, heart disease, hypertension, impaired lipid metabolism, inflammation, and an increase in cravings and feelings of hunger, which is why major health organizations have weighed in on how much we should consume.
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ABSTRACT
Americans consume a lot of sugar, primarily from sweeteners that are added to processed foods and beverages. Data from the US Department of Agriculture reveals that in 2013, Americans consumed 22.3 teaspoons of added caloric sweeteners a day, which is significantly more than the American Heart Association's recommendation. Artificial and alternative sweeteners have also been added to a plethora of foods. These sweeteners range from about 180 times sweeter to as much as 13,000 times sweeter than sugar. Consumption of both sugar and artificial sweeteners may be changing our palates or taste preferences over time, increasing our desire for sweet foods. Unfortunately, the data on this are lacking. In the summer of 2014, a group of 20 people from Kaiser Permanente facilities throughout California agreed to cut out all added sugars and artificial sweeteners for 2 weeks and then complete a survey to determine whether their taste preferences had changed. After the 2-week challenge, 95% of participants (18 out of 19 respondents) found that sweet foods and drinks tasted sweeter or too sweet, 75% (15 out of 20 respondents) found that other foods tasted sweeter, and 95% (19 out of 20 respondents) said moving forward they would use less or even no sugar. Additionally, 86.6% of participants (13 out of 15 respondents) stopped craving sugar after 6 days. Although this was a small survey, the results suggest that using a 2-week sugar challenge can help to reset taste preferences and make consuming less or no sugar easier. Physicians should consider recommending a sugar and artificial sweetener challenge to all their patients, especially those with obesity, diabetes, or cardiovascular disease. 
New Recommendations for Sugar
In 2009, for the first time ever, the American Heart Association came out with recommendations for sugar consumption. 7 For women, they recommend consuming no more than 6 teaspoons or 100 calories of added sugar each day. This is equivalent to about 24 g of sugar. For men, they recommend no more than 9 teaspoons or 150 calories of added sugar a day. This is equal to about 35 g of sugar. It is interesting to note that one 12-ounce can of cola has about 10 teaspoons of sugar, putting the drinker, whether a man or a woman, over the limit recommended by the American Heart Association with just one item.
The World Health Organization's new draft guidelines say sugar consumption should be less than 10% of total energy intake per day, but a reduction to below 5% would have added benefits.
14 Five percent of 2000 calories would be 100 calories (around 6 teaspoons or 24 g) of sugar per day.
Sugar, Artificial Sweeteners, and Health
Artificial sweeteners have also been added to a plethora of foods for those who want a sweet taste without the calories. These sweeteners range from about 180 times sweeter to as much as 13,000 times sweeter than sugar. 15 Recent research has linked artificial sweeteners to a number of health problems, including metabolic syndrome, a decrease in kidney function, and possibly even a disruption in the regulation of blood sugar caused by changes in the microbiota. [16] [17] [18] Although more research is needed, these observational and preliminary data have caused many to rethink their use of artificial sweeteners.
In addition to the health problems associated with the use of sugars and artificial sweeteners, their consumption may be changing our palates or taste preferences over time, increasing our desire for sweet foods. Unfortunately, the data on this are lacking.
I asked Marion Nestle, PhD, for her thoughts on the impact of sugar and artificial sweeteners on the palate. She told me, "Sugar is sweet and everyone loves it. Artificial sweeteners give the illusion of sweetness and not everyone loves them. People get used to a level of sweetness that tastes good to them. The more sugar we eat, the more it takes to reach that taste point. To people deprived of sugar (do any still exist?), even a little tastes delicious. At this point, just about everyone would be healthier eating less sugar and enjoying it more" (Marion Nestle, PhD, personal communication; 2014 Oct 24). a
AN ALTERED PALATE
I have seen for myself the impact that sugar can have on taste preferences. As a child I loved sugar. I was the one who ate 7 cupcakes at a birthday party and would eat all my Easter candy in a day. For a number of reasons, I decided to cut out sugar when I was in my late 20s. Two things happened pretty quickly: 1) I found out I did not crave sugar once I cut it out, and 2) other foods tasted sweeter to me, foods that had never tasted sweet before, such as Wheat Thins. I realized that my palate appeared to be changing in response to the lack of sugar in my diet, just as the palate can change when salt is limited. 19 This idea was supported by what happened one day when I made a smoothie for several friends using only strawberries and bananas. The smoothie tasted great to me and was really sweet. However, to my surprise, every one of my friends said it was too sour and they wanted to add sugar.
I also noticed that people who consumed a lot of artificial sweeteners seemed to have an altered palate. A case in point is a friend who uses artificial sweeteners every day. One year at Thanksgiving she added several packets of an artificial sweetener to a dessert because it was not sweet enough for her. Although it was more than sweet enough for everyone else, her copious use of artificial sweeteners seemed to have altered her palate and made supersweet foods normal for her. 
Examples of the Amounts of Sugar Found in Processed and Restaurant Foods and Drinks

THE SUGAR CHALLENGE
Because there is a lack of data on the impact of sugar and artificial and alternative sweeteners on the palate, I decided to try a 2-week sugar and artificial sweetener challenge and then look at its impact on taste. In the summer of 2014, a group of 20 people from Kaiser Permanente facilities throughout California agreed to try the challenge (see Sidebar: Sugar and Artificial Sweetener Challenge Instructions).
After the two-week challenge, I asked the participants to fill out a survey to determine whether their palate had changed (see Sidebar: Survey Results of the Two-Week Challenge).
Some comments about the challenge were • "I think this challenge really helped me to reset my palate. Before the challenge I did not eat a lot of sugar, but would put stevia in my tea, oatmeal, and yogurt daily. Now I enjoy the flavor of it without the added sweetener." • "I enjoyed the challenge; it opened my eyes to how many processed products add sugar. Thank you for helping me move on to a healthier lifestyle." • "I rediscovered that I like my morning espresso unsweetened-used to drink it that way before getting hooked on sweetener. Will not go back. Also found that adding raisins to oatmeal eliminated need to use a couple packets of Splenda." • "I realized I was emotionally dependent on these evening snacks and they were not contributing to my goals around weight loss/maintenance. It was a good exercise." Many of us eat and drink too much sugar and would benefit from consuming less of it. Although this was a small survey, the results suggest that we can make consuming less or no sugar easier by cutting out sugar and artificial sweeteners for two weeks. We can also let our patients know that cravings seem to go away for most people after just six days and that food and desserts will taste sweeter for most people after the challenge. Finding processed foods with less added sugar, eating more real foods instead of processed foods, choosing fruit for dessert, and having some tasty dessert recipes that do not add sugar, can also help patients move forward with a low-or no-sugar diet. Two of the best recipes from a Kaiser Permanente healthy dessert contest (banana cream pie and watermelon and berry skewers) follow this article and are worth trying.
CONCLUSION
Eating fewer processed foods and choosing more real, whole, and plantbased foods make it easy to consume less sugar. These changes will also improve the overall quality of our diet, which is important for optimal health.
In a very real sense, we are being set up to desire and consume more and more sugar. Using a two-week challenge to reset our palates can help our patientsand us-more easily transition to a healthier diet with less sugar and alternative and artificial sweeteners. Physicians should consider recommending a sugar
Sugar and Artificial Sweetener Challenge Instructions
For two weeks, cut out all added sugars and artificial sweeteners. Note: Plain unsweetened milk and yogurt and fruit contain natural sugar, which is fine because it is not added sugar. Limit dried fruits to 2 servings per day and fresh fruits to 4 to 5 servings per day.
Survey Results of the Two-Week Challenge
Participants craved sugar after cutting it out, but cravings went away for
• 53.3% of participants after 3 days (8 out of 15 people responding)
• 86.6% of participants after 6 days (13 out of 15 people responding)
After the 2-week challenge:
• 95% of participants found that sweet foods and drinks tasted sweeter or too sweet (18 out of 19 people responding) • 75% found that other foods, such as baby carrots, apples, or crackers, tasted sweeter (15 out of 20 people responding) • 95% said moving forward, they would use less or even no sugar (19 out of 20 people responding) • 35% said they lost weight (7 out of 20 people responding)
Eating out and social events were identified as problematic, so creating a plan of action to deal with these situations, including bringing a healthy dessert such as fresh fruit, was recommended.
Because many of the foods participants regularly ate contained more sugar than they anticipated, taking a look at food items such as breakfast cereals, alternative milk drinks, sauces, and drinks and finding lower-or no-sugar options before the challenge was also recommended.
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